The IPCC and the geographies of credibility by Mahony, Martin
Mahony, Martin (2014) The IPCC and the geographies 
of credibility. History of Meteorology, 6 . pp. 95-112. 
ISSN 1555-5763 
Access from the University of Nottingham repository: 
http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/31041/1/Mahony%202014%20IPCC.pdf
Copyright and reuse: 
The Nottingham ePrints service makes this work by researchers of the University of 
Nottingham available open access under the following conditions.
· Copyright and all moral rights to the version of the paper presented here belong to 
the individual author(s) and/or other copyright owners.
· To the extent reasonable and practicable the material made available in Nottingham 
ePrints has been checked for eligibility before being made available.
· Copies of full items can be used for personal research or study, educational, or not-
for-profit purposes without prior permission or charge provided that the authors, title 
and full bibliographic details are credited, a hyperlink and/or URL is given for the 
original metadata page and the content is not changed in any way.
· Quotations or similar reproductions must be sufficiently acknowledged.
Please see our full end user licence at: 
http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/end_user_agreement.pdf 
A note on versions: 
The version presented here may differ from the published version or from the version of 
record. If you wish to cite this item you are advised to consult the publisher’s version. Please 
see the repository url above for details on accessing the published version and note that 
access may require a subscription.
For more information, please contact eprints@nottingham.ac.uk
 History of Meteorology 6 (2014) 95 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The IPCC and the Geographies of Credibility 
Martin Mahony 
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This volume is concerned with the historical and sociological processes by which status, 
authority and credibility have been gained, lost and perhaps regained in the long history of 
atmospheric and climate change knowledges. It is concerned with how different expert 
µFRQVHQVL¶KDYHHPHUJHGDVDXWKRULWDWLYHVWDWHPHQWVDWGLIIHUHQWWLPHVZLWKKRZQDUUDWLYHVRI
climatic change have escaped the discursive clutches of their originators to become central ± 
if often contested ± objects of political concern; and with how any lost forms of scientific 
credibility or authority may be regained ± not through the application of more or better 
science, but through reconsideration of the institutions from which putative consensi emerge.  
It has become something of a truism in history of science to claim that µscience¶ is 
constituted by situated, local practices of knowledge production and of social warranting. We 
might say that science is made of places ± we cannot understand either the cognitive content 
of scientific knowledge or its cultural authority without understanding the specific places and 
spaces where knowledge is constructed and circulates. Work on the historical geographies 
and sociologies of science has insisted on the mutual constitution of the cognitive, the social 
and the spatial, in studies for example of the gentlemanly laboratory spaces of 
Enlightenment-era natural philosophy (Shapin 1988; Withers & Livingstone 1999), and of the 
networks of privileged virtual witnesses who offered early experimentalists a source of 
epistemic and cultural reinforcement for their contested claims to reliable knowledge (Shapin 
& Schaffer 1985). 
Geographers of science thus view science as a geographical phenomenon. Scholars 
such as David Livingstone (2003), Charles Withers (2010) and Richard Powell (2007), with 
periodic encouragement from the likes of Steven Shapin (2003), have come to position space 
as a constitutive element of scientific practice, and not MXVWDQRWKHUµIDFWRU¶LQWKHKLVWRU\RI
science, like class, race or gendHU ³6SDWLDOLW\´ DUJXHV Shapin (2003, 90), ³LV D QHFHVVDU\
condition for there being such a thing as science « Where else could science take place but 
in places, and how else could it travel but across spaces? Relevant differences and similarities 
between places are empirical matters, as are the means by which, and the efficiency with 
ZKLFKVFLHQFHWUDYHOVDFURVVYDULRXVVSDFHV´ 
In this paper I explore this question of travelling science in the case of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the producer of the most comprehensive, 
influential and scrutinised assessments of the sciences of climate change. In so doing, I seek 
WROLQNWKHTXHVWLRQRIWUDYHOOLQJVFLHQFHWRWKDWRIFUHGLELOLW\,Q6KDSLQ¶V(1995) treatment of 
credibility, he positions it at the heart of the challenge of epistemology. He suggests that 
 Mahony, The IPCC and the Geographies of Credibility 96 
 
 
 
science proceeds through the production of metonymic statements ± ³x stands for y´DQGWKDW
³All testimony about states of affairs stand in a metonymic relationship to those states of 
affairs, and the condition of your knowing about these things ± otherwise unavailable to you 
± is your accepting the legitimacy of that relationship. Accordingly « you are dependent on 
some pUDFWLFDOUHVROXWLRQWRWKHSUREOHPRIFUHGLELOLW\´ (ibid., 261). 
%\³SUDFWLFDOreVROXWLRQ´6KDSLQUHIHUVWR the ³FRQWLQJHQWVRFLDODQGFXOWXUDOSUDFWLFHs´ 
by which individual beliefs are translated into collectively-held knowledge. Credibility may 
arise from personal familiarity. It may mean deference to authoritative persons or institutions, 
or it may suggest an allegiance between particular scientific claims and particular cultural and 
political contexts. Credibility is, in this sense, distinct from questions of procedural validity 
(Bloor 1976). Like space, credibility is positioned by Shapin as a constitutive entity of 
scientific practice ± the construction of science is the construction of credibility. 
Understanding the geographies of credibility is therefore inseparable from understanding the 
geographies of scientific knowledge.  
Shapin is alert to the conceptual confluence of space and credibility. For shared belief 
WREHFRQVWUXFWHGEHWZHHQRURXWVLGHRIH[SHUWJURXSV³LWPXVWWUDYHOJUHDWGLVWDQFHVLQERWK
physical and cultural sSDFH´ , 270). Where personal familiarity is lacking, Shapin 
VXJJHVWV WKH³LQGXFHPHQWV WRGLVWUXVWDQGVFHSWLFLVP´DUHKLJKLELG.). 2QHGRHVQ¶WQHHGWR
inquire deeply into the recent history of climate politics to see that it offers fertile ground for 
those interested in the phenomena of trust and scepticism in the boundary spaces of science 
and public policy (e.g. Hulme 2009; Jasanoff 2011; Beck 2012).  
The production of credible metonymic statements about the state of the climate has 
always been a challenging task. As individuals, we are unable to perceive the subtle changes 
in atmospheric chemistry, thermal energy, and meteorological patterns which are the 
hallmarks ± the traces ± of both natural variability and anthropogenic climate change. 
Practical resolutions to the problem of credibility have therefore been at the heart of efforts to 
institutionalize the sciences of climate change, as I will show below. The problematic 
metonymics of climate change are rendered all the more acute as the horizons of knowledge 
and action extend far into the future, well beyond the capacity of individuals, unless they 
have built their own climate models or crystal balls, to test the legitimacy of statements that 
future x stands for future y.  
This problematic raises questions of epistemic monopoly. For Zygmunt Bauman, 
FHUWDLQHVRWHULFREMHFWVRIVFLHQWLILFLQTXLU\³DSSHDURQO\XQGHUYHU\VSHFLDOFLUFXPVWDQFHVWR
which no one else has access: on the screen of a multi-million-dollar accelerator, in the lens 
of a JLJDQWLFWHOHVFRSH´RUZHPLJKWadd, in the code and output of global climate models. 
%DXPDQJRHVRQ³2QO\WKHVFLHQWLVWVFDQVHHWKHPDQGH[SHULPHQWZLWKWKHPWKHVHREMHFWV
and events are, so to speak, a monopolistic possession of the given branch of VFLHQFH«%HLQJ
the sole owners of the experience which provides the raw material for their study, the 
scientists are in full control of the way the material is construed, processes, analysed, 
interpreted, narrated´ (Bauman 1992, 72). However, this picture oI ³IXOO FRQWURO´ RYHU
knowledge construction and framing is problematised by an institution like the IPCC ± a 
hybrid space at the boundaries of science and politics. Here, scientists and government 
delegates gather in the same settings to scope-out reports, review their contents, and approve 
the final wording of the most high-profile and potentially consequential knowledge claims to 
emerge out of the assessment process. Together, these actors engage in what sociologist 
Clark Miller (2001) labels µK\EULGPDQDJHPHQW¶RIWKHVFLHQFH-politics boundary.  
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Gaining it ± authoritative hybrids and credible knowledge 
The IPCC is an experiment. It is an experiment in bringing-together knowledge on an 
international stage about a global problem of unmatched complexity. It is an experiment in 
the social organisation of knowledge production. It is an experiment in attaining political 
credibility and legitimacy for knowledge claims seen as having far-reaching implications for 
the organisation of contemporary and future societies. Like all experiments, its boundaries ± 
institutional, epistemic, cultural ± are not pre-ordained but are products of social negotiation 
and settlement (Galison 1987). The Panel, while formally based in Geneva, is predominantly 
constituted as a decentred and constantly evolving network of volunteer authors who conduct 
most of their work remotely from bRWK WKHRUJDQLVDWLRQ¶V FHQWUH DQGHDFKRWKHU$ UHJXODU
VHULHVRIPHHWLQJVDWYDULRXVOHYHOVRIWKHRUJDQLVDWLRQ¶VYHUWLFDOKLHUDUFK\IDFLOLWDWHSURJUHVV
and coordination, leading to the publication approximately every six years of a three volume 
report in print and online. Current knowledge about climate change is presented across three 
relatively stabilised themes ± the physical science relating to climate change (Working Group 
I), the potential impacts of a changing climate on human and natural systems (Working 
Group II), and the possible mitigation strategies that may be adopted (Working Group III). 
Draft chapters are produced by nominated and approved authors according to a largely 
preordained structure, before being reviewed by fellow experts and government 
representatives and being subsequently accepted for publication. Five complete assessment 
reports have so far been published ± in 1990, 1995, 2001, 2007 and 2014. These voluminous 
assessments KDYHEHHQ LQWHUVSHUVHGZLWKSHULRGLF µVSHFLDO UHSRUWV¶RQ more focused topics, 
such as extreme weather (IPCC 2011). 
The official constitution of the IPCC took place in Geneva, at the first meeting of the 
Panel in November 1988. The establishment of the Panel was a joint initiative of the World 
Meteorological Organisation (WMO) and the United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP), both subsidiaries of the UN, which itself formally recognised the action in 
Resolution 43/53, adopted by the UN General Assembly in New York on 6th December 1988. 
Shardul Agrawala (1998a) suggests that four main actors were key to the formation of the 
IPCC: the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), the International Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU) and the United 
States Government. Despite the consensus expressed at the Villach climate science 
conferences of the mid-1980s (which Agrawala contends was as great as that which led to the 
Montreal Protocol on ozone-depleting substances), it was perceived by many that the political 
complexity of climate change was such that the Villach statements were insufficient to drive 
political action. In light of dissatisfaction with the Advisory Group on Greenhouse Gases 
(AGGG), a small advisory group set up in 1986 by WMO, UNEP and ICSU which was seen 
as underfunded and too distant from the policy process to be effective, calls were made ± 
SDUWLFXODUO\E\81(3¶V0RVWDID7ROED± for a more comprehensive international assessment 
HIIRUW )ROORZLQJ YDULRXV IRUPDWLYH LQWHUDFWLRQV EHWZHHQ WKH 86 DQG :02¶V ([HFXWLYH
Council (see Agrawala 1998a, 611) resolutions were made for WMO, in conjunction with 
UNEP, to work towards the establishment of an intergovernmental assessment body. 
7KH µLQWHUJRYHUQPHQWDO¶ IRUP RI WKH DVVHVVPHQW ERG\ ZDV ODUJHO\ D UHVXOW RI 86
demands, which Agrawala (1998a) attributes to diverging opinions about climate change 
between various US government agencies and the Republican White House administration. 
$Q LQWHUJRYHUQPHQWDO PHFKDQLVP HPHUJHG DV D ³FRPPRQ GHQRPLQDWRU DJUHHPHQW´ LELG., 
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612) between competing factions in the US.1 Agrawala argues that the US administration 
(particularly the Department of Energy) was suspicious of any assessment conducted by 
experts who had not been governmentally accredited. The establishment of an 
intergovernmental mechanism also accorded with what appeared to be a reticence within the 
incumbent US administration to act on climate change immediately, and a desire to support 
more research before making political and economic commitments (ibid., 614). After much 
backroom negotiation between agencies in the US, a proposal was put to the WMO for a 
SDQHO FRQVLVWLQJ RI ³UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV RI FRXQWULHV PDNLQJ PDMRU FRQWULEXWLRQV WR YDULRXV
DVSHFWV RIFOLPDWH FKDQJH´ ZKLFK VKRXOG ³DOORZ IRU DGHTXDWH UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ Rf countries 
from all regions ... [while] ... representatives of ... international organizations should 
SDUWLFLSDWHDVREVHUYHUV´86'UDIW3URSRVDOTXRWHGLQ$JUDZDODD 
Over its first assessment cycle (1988-1990), the IPCC operated in effect as the global 
setting for the negotiation of the science and politics of climate change. Working Group III 
was essentially a space for debating the merits of policy alternatives, whereas its next 
PDQLIHVWDWLRQLQZDVWKHPRUHSURVDLFDOO\IUDPHGµ(FRQRPLFDQG6RFLDO'LPHQVLRQVRI
&OLPDWH&KDQJH¶$QXPEHURIGHYHORSLQJFRXQtries expressed a dissatisfaction at the first 
UHSRUW¶VDPELJXRXVSRVLWLRQLQJDWWKHERXQGDU\RIVFLHQFHDQGSROLWLFVDQGZHUHZDU\RIWKH
IPCC becoming the only setting where a climate change governance architecture would be 
negotiated (Miller 2009). The Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee was thus established 
in 1990 under the auspices of the UN, and was the institutional setting for the drafting of the 
UNFCCC (Bodansky 2001) 7KLV DFW RI ERXQGDU\ PDNLQJ VWUHQJWKHQHG WKH ,3&&¶V VHOI-
identification as a scientific body, with a discursive firewall established between deliberation 
ZKLFK ZDV µpolicy relevant¶ but µpolicy neutral¶ QHYHU µSROLF\ SUHVFULSWLYH¶ (Shaw & 
Robinson 2004).  
These early negotiations and settlements produced an institution which is looked upon 
by many as a producer of robust, scientifically credible assessments of climate change which 
nonetheless offer useful inputs to policy processes (Hulme & Mahony 2010). The social 
authority of the IPCC was endorsed with the joint award of the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize to the 
IPCC and to Al Gore, in recognition of their respective services to raising worldwide 
awareness of climate change. However, this path to prestige was by no means smooth. 
Losing it ± the geographies of contested credibility 
Since the early debates about the proper institutional settings for scientific assessment 
and political deliberation WKH ,3&&¶V LQVWLWXWLRQDO KLVWRU\ KDV EHHQ PDUNHG by credibility 
strugglHVDQGRQJRLQJµERXQGDU\ZRUN¶RUefforts to define, rhetorically and practically, the 
boundary between science and politics (Gieryn 1983; 1999). This boundary work has 
proceeded alongside, and has perhaps been most heated in relation to, efforts to detect a 
change in the climate system and to attribute that change to human activities. It is this work 
of parsing-out the natural and the social in obsessively repeated simulations of the climate 
V\VWHPZKLFKKDVJLYHQULVHWRWKH,3&&¶VKHDGOLQHFODLPVVXFKDV³>P@RVWRIWKHREVHUYHG
increase in global average temperatures since the mid-20th century is very likely due to the 
                                                          
1
 Agrawala DOVRVXJJHVWVWKDWWKDWWKH86¶VLQVLVWHQFHRQVXFKDQRUJDQLVDWLRQZDVDVWUDWHJLFPRYH
E\WKH86DXWKRULWLHVDQGWKH:02WRSUHYHQW81(3¶V0RVWDID7ROEDIURPH[HUFLVLQJWKHNLQG
discursive and political leverage over the climate issue which he had over the science and politics of 
ozone depletion (cf. Grundmann 2006). 
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REVHUYHGLQFUHDVHLQDQWKURSRJHQLF*+*FRQFHQWUDWLRQV´(IPCC 2007a, 5). For Bruno Latour, 
this delineation of the natural and the social is deeply political: 
Researchers who establish a causal link between human action and global 
FOLPDWH FKDQJH µGR SROLWLFV¶ LQ WKH VHQVH RI DOWHULQJ WKH DVVRFLDWLRQV ± and 
WKXVGLUHFWO\WKHµVRFLDO¶± that all beings establish with all other beings. They 
are thus engaged in a cosmology ± a cosmopolitics ± involving, in different 
ways, all the entities that previously did not count in the public understanding 
of problems (Latour 2012, 72). 
But the science of detection and attribution not only re-constitutes the social. It also 
plays upon the modernist boundary between the natural and the social and emphasises a 
renewed ontology of climatic hybridity (see also Latour 2013, 8). In Latourian terms, the 
µcosmopolitical¶ force of such claims is illustrated by the controversy which surrounded the 
detection and attribution chapter of the Second Assessment Report (SAR) in 1995, which was 
VXEMHFWWRFULWLFLVPIURPDFWRUVFRQFHUQHGWKDWWKH,3&&¶VUHYLew process had been corrupted 
by authors making alterations to the chapter after its formal acceptance by government 
representatives (Edwards 1997; Edwards & Schneider 2001). Edwards & Schneider offer 
HFKRHVRI3RODQ\L¶V VFLHQWLILF UHSXEOLFDQLVPLQ WKHLUGHIHQFHRI WKH ,3&&¶VFDSDFLW\
IRU OHDUQLQJDQGGHYHORSPHQW WKURXJKµVHOI-JRYHUQDQFH¶<HW WKH ,3&&¶VFULWLFV LQ WKLVFDVH
embraced the quality assurance seemingly provided by peer review and governmental 
oversight, even though those sceptical of the reality and severity of climate change have often 
pointed to the intergovernmental nature of the IPCC as evidence of the political corruption of 
the scientific process (e.g. Laframboise 2012). 
Outside of the IPCC process itself and concerns over the scientific veracity of 
assessments, commentators have critiqued the kind of monopolising tendencies described by 
Zygmunt Bauman (see above). For Tol (2011), the IPCC has exercised an unhelpful 
monopoly over climate change debates. For Miller (2009), what he calls the µXQLWDU\
JOREDOLVP¶ of the IPCC has been achieved at the expense of a politics of climate which is able 
to embrace a variety of different knowledges and modes of reasoning about environmental 
risk and possible political responses 7KH ,3&&¶V XQLWDU\ JOREDOLVP KDV DULVHQ IURP WKH
discursive dominance of the natural sciences in the assessment process (Bjurström & Polk 
2011), and from the construction of a linear, deterministic relationship between computer 
modelling and understandings of human responses to environmental change (Beck 2011; 
Hulme 2011; Nielsen & Sejersen 2012).  
Myanna Lahsen (2004; 2007) translates these concerns into a Gramscian language of 
power and hegemony. The hegemony of certain scientific framings of climate change and 
potential response strategies for her is not just about disciplinary hierarchies. Rather, through 
her study of scientific and political communities in Brazil, she has shown how science is seen 
to function as a vector of hegemonic power, co-produced with the economic and political 
dominance of northern states. She draws attention to the suspicion felt by her Brazilian 
interview respondents of the narratives and framings put forward by the IPCC, particularly 
those relating to the Amazon rainforest, its fate under a changing climate, and the potential 
for using the forest as a µVLQN¶IRUDFFXPXODWHGJUHHQKRXVHJDVHV. This science is not seen as 
being an apolitical victim of political manipulation by hegemonic forces. Rather, the science 
is political. It ties together entities of the material world in new, contestable ways, and is the 
locus of a politics that would interfere with the political sovereignty and development rights 
of a country like Brazil (Lahsen 2007). Here, the construction of scientific credibility is not 
DERXW WKH YDOLGLW\ RI FOLPDWH PRGHOOLQJ PHWKRGRORJLHV EXW DERXW ³LQHTXLWLHV LQ QDWLRQDO
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FDSDFLWLHVWRSURGXFHDQGIUDPHNQRZOHGJH´(Lahsen, 2007: 178). It is about the postcolonial 
OHJDF\RID³1RUWK-6RXWKGLYLGH´LQSROLWLFDODQGHFRQRPLFSRZHU(Joshi 2013), and about the 
cognitive and normative priorities of diverse and dispersed communities of experts and 
decision-makers (Hulme 2010).  
The leadership of the IPCC has always been aware of this challenge of international 
credibility. Following Stephen Hilgartner's (2000) work on the significance of performance 
and staging in the credibility of regulatory science, we can read the institutional history of the 
IPCC as a history of performative stagings. Following the relatively low numbers of 
developing country experts present in the preparation of the first IPCC report (Jäger 2009: 
151), efforts were made to ensure better geographic representation. As early as 1989, action 
plans were drawn-up to widen participation, including the provision of financial support 
through a trust fund. The issue of participation was the only topic discussed at every IPCC 
%XUHDX VHVVLRQ EHWZHHQ  DQG  ZLWK WKH ,3&&¶V ILUVW FKDLU Bert Bolin famously 
remarking in 1991 that,  
right now many countries, especially developing countries, simply do not 
trust assessments in which their scientists and policymakers have not 
SDUWLFLSDWHG'RQ¶W\RXWKLQNJOREDOFUHGLELOLW\GHPDQGVJOREDOUHSresentation? 
(quoted in Agrawala, 1998: 628)  
This oft-cited question represents an acknowledgement of the performative potential of broad 
participation, and an instrumental linking of participation to trust and credibility. 
Participation is not presented just as a means of widening the epistemic and deliberative 
profile of IPCC assessments by enrolling actors with diverse perspectives or worldviews, but 
as a means of ensuring broad governmental assent (cf. Fiorino 1990).  
The process of recruiting authors 2  has thus become an important element of the 
,3&&¶V HIIRUWV WR DWWDLQ LQWHUQDWLRQDO SXEOLF FUHGLELOLW\ $OWKRXJK PXFK RI WKH UHFUXLWPHQW
SURFHVV WDNHVSODFH µEDFNVWDJH¶ WRXVH+LOJDUWQHU¶V WKHDWULFDOPHWDSKRU DZD\ IURPSXEOLF
eyes, the presentation of IPCC products on the public stages of the popular media and the 
internet has increasingly featured statements and statistics describing the geographic diversity 
of the expertise represented in the reports. But, as Lahsen (2007) argues, this instrumental 
linking of participation and credibility may not hold true. The focus on widening participation 
obscures the deeper, structural questions of unequal scientific capacities. The act of 
participation does not necessarily lead to influence over report contents ± indeed many 
scientists from countries like Brazil and India have reported feeling marginalised  in the face 
RIDµFRUHVHW¶RIGRPLQDQWXVXDOO\:HVWHUQH[SHUWV(Kandlikar & Sagar 1999; Lahsen 2004). 
And participating scientists may not always be trusted by their own governments, who may 
be wary of their co-option into styles of thinking which are not conducive to the defence of 
particular normative commitments or national interests (Lahsen 2007; Fogel 2004). 
/DKVHQ¶V (2007) account ends by speculating that the distrustful deconstruction of 
IPCC science as a vector of hegemonic political power LV³OLNHO\WRVXUIDFHDQGVKDSHJOREDO
environmental politics PRUH´ LI FRXQWULHV OLNH %UD]LO China and India encounter growing 
pressure to make binding commitments to emissions reductions. She also notes that scientific 
controversies have not driven or featured in Brazilian debates about climate science and 
politics thus far. Although the deconstruction of evidential claims often extends as far as such 
                                                          
2
 Authors are selected by Working Group chairs from lists of nominations prepared mostly by 
governments, but also by non-governmental observer organisations.  
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claims challenge powerful and easily identifiable economic and political interests (Lahsen 
2005; Oreskes & Conway 2010), moments of scientific controversy can also bring to light 
deeper questions about trust, authority, and the complicated intertwining of scientific 
knowledge and political action (Jasanoff 2004; Whatmore 2009). In short, controversies can 
lay bare the geographies of scientific credibility.  
In the rest of this paper, I want to hone in on Indian responses to an error which was 
identified in the 2007 IPC& UHSRUW ,¶OO GUDZ RQ my own interviews with Indian scientists, 
policymakers, journalists and environmental campaigners, alongside documentary sources 
and media presentations of the controversy, to explore how the event re-animated a history of 
epistemic FRQWHVWDWLRQDURXQGFOLPDWHFKDQJH ,¶OO DOVR VHHN WRGUDZRXW VRPH LQVLJKWV LQWR
the symbolic and performative politics of representation and participation in the IPCC 
process, before concluding with a look at subsequent attempts to reform the IPCC process 
and to regain lost credibility. 
µ*ODFLHUJDWH¶ 
In 2007, the IPCC report on climate change impacts and adaptation stated that 
³JODFLHUVLQWKH+LPDOD\DVDUHUHFHGLQJIDVWHUWKDQLQDQ\RWKHUSDUWRIWKHZRUOGDQGLIWKH
present rate continues, the likelihood of them disappearing by the year 2035 and perhaps 
VRRQHU LV YHU\KLJK´ (IPCC 2007b: 493). This probabilistically hedged prediction caused a 
mixture of alarm, unease and puzzlement in scientific and political circles in India. A 
summary statement about glaciers decaying rapidly by the 2030s was removed from the 
Summary RIWKH:*,,UHSRUWIROORZLQJDFRPPHQWIURPWKH*RYHUQPHQWRI,QGLDWKDW³7KLV
is a very drastic conclusion. Should have supporting evidence otherwise need [sic] to be 
GHOHWHG´.3 
The statement was removed from the WGII summary and did not appear in the overall 
synthesis summary. However, the underlying claim about glaciers disappearing by 2035 
remained in the report, and the claim garnered much media attention on its publication. 
Visual artists used the warning to frame creative efforts at generating awareness of the risks 
posed by climate change. John Kerry, then the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
Chairman, argued in a 2009 speech that the rapidly melting glaciers risked inflaming military 
tensions on the India-Pakistan border, with environmental change potentially undoing the 
recent diplomatic gains that had been made in the perennial border conflict4.  
$URXQG WKH VDPH WLPH DV .HUU\¶V VSHHFK WKH ,QGLDQ (QYLURQPHQW 0LQLVWHU Jairam 
Ramesh set about trying to settle the unease surrounding the 2035 claim. He had picked up on 
JODFLRORJLVWV¶XQFHUWDLQW\ DERXW WKH FUHGLELOLW\RI WKH FODLP DQGFRPPLVVLRQHGD UHYLHZRI
existing Indian studies of the Himalayan glaciers. The review reported a mixed picture of 
melting and advancing glaciers, and argued that no trend could be reliably attributed to 
anthropogenic climate change (Raina 2009). When this government review was reported on 
New Delhi Television, IPCC chair Rajendra Pachauri was invited to comment on the 
challenge posed to the IPCC claims about rapidly melting glaciers. Pachauri was dismissive, 
ODEHOOLQJ WKH VWXG\ ³YRRGRR VFLHQFH´ DQG FDOOLQJ LQWR TXHVWLRQ LWV SURFHGXUDO ULJRXU DQG
scientific credibility. In a later newspaper interview, Pachauri described the Indian 
                                                          
3
 WGII Summary for Policymakers, Government and Expert Review of Second Order Draft, August 
2006.  
4
 Hindustan Times, Kerry warns of escalation in Indo-Pak tension due to climatic changes. 17 June 
2009. 
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JRYHUQPHQW DV ³DUURJDQW´ WRTXHVWLRQ WKH OLQNEHWZHHQFOLPDWH FKDQJHDQG UDSLGO\PHOWLQJ
glaciers.5 
3DFKDXUL¶V UHVSRQVH EHWUD\V DQ XQZLOOLQJQHVV WR VHULRXVO\ HQJDJH ZLWK NQRZOHGJH
claims which run counter to those assessed, accredited and authorised by the IPCC process. 
The absence of the conventional vanguards of scientific credibility ± peer review and what 
3DFKDXUL FDOOHG ³VFLHQWLILF FLWDWLRQV´ ± enabled Pachauri to dismiss the report as politically 
motivated, even WKRXJKKHUHSRUWHGEHLQJXQFOHDUDVWRZKDWWKH0LQLVWHU¶VPRWLYDWLRQVZHUH6. 
3DFKDXUL GLVPLVVHG PHGLD VWDWHPHQWV E\ WKH ,QGLDQ UHSRUW¶V DXWKRU DV EHLQJ UHPLQLVFHQW RI
³VFKRROER\VFLHQFH´DQG³FOLPDWHFKDQJHGHQLHUV´For Pachauri the sole practical resolution 
to this credibility shortfall was the institutional mechanisms of scientific quality control 
which could cleanse these new claims of their political overtones and questionable epistemic 
XQGHUSLQQLQJV3DFKDXUL¶VVWULGHQWERXQGDU\ZRUNEHWZHHQFUHGLEOe and disreputable science 
would come back to haunt the IPCC hierarchy, as it emerged that the original 2035 claim had 
itself been based on some rather questionable, non-peer-reviewed sources, including a 
magazine interview with a glaciologist in 1999 (for a detailed analysis of the genealogy of the 
error, see Banerjee & Collins 2010).  
As more errors were discovered in the 2007 report, including one concerning the 
percentage of the Netherlands lying below sea-level, the Dutch Environmental Assessment 
Agency (PBL) was commissioned by the Dutch Government to conduct a review of the WGII 
assessment. An over-reliance on non-peer-UHYLHZHGµJUH\OLWHUDWXUH¶ZDVRQHSRLQWRIFULWLTXH
alongside the occasional opacity of expert judgement and hard-to-trace referencing (PBL 
2010; see also Hajer 2012). In the Netherlands, anxieties in the political community about the 
credibility of IPCC assessments was dealt with both through forensic examination of the texts, 
and through the enactment of deliberative spaces in which dialogue between climate 
VFLHQWLVWV µVFHSWLFV¶ DQG NQRZOHGJH XVHUV FRXOG EH HQDFWHG VXFK DV ZHEORJV DQG UDGLR
features. Maarten Hajer (2012) reports how the activities of the PBL in assessing the IPCC 
assessment drew ire from a large section of the climate science community who were wary of 
possible damage to the broader credibility of the IPCC. If the IPCC reports were to be so 
publicly poked and prodded for errors, then the general credibility of the IPCC as a producer 
of reliably metonymic statements about climate change could be thrown into doubt. The PBL, 
led by Hajer, countered that institutions like the IPCC needed to recognise that authority is 
constructed in modern, mediatised societies through communicative, rather than just 
epistemic, acts (Hajer 2009). As such, it was only through public performances of 
deliberation, for example between a climate scientist and a famous sceptic on a public 
website, that authority could be restored. But as Jasanoff (2005) has made clear, the cultural 
practices by which knowledge is rendered as authoritative and reliable in the public sphere 
vary greatly across different countries. Let us then turn back to India, where responses to the 
unearthing of the Himalaya error were very different to those in the Netherlands. What is 
particularly interesting iV KRZ WKH LGHD RI WKH ,3&& UHSUHVHQWLQJ ³:HVWHUQ VFLHQFH´ ZDV
locally mobilised in this moment of controversy.  
Challenges to the so-called ³:HVWHUQVFLHQFH´RIFOLPDWHFKDQJHKDYHa long history 
in Indian environmental politics (e.g. Agarwal & Narain, 1991; Agarwal, Sharma, & Chopra, 
1982; Parashar et al., 1996). Epistemic contestation has most often taken place around claims 
                                                          
5
 The Guardian,QGLD³DUURJDQW´WRGHQ\JOREDOZDUPLQJOLQNWRPHOWLQJJODFLHUV9 November 2009. 
6
 Prominent environmental campaigner Sunita Narain also expressed uncertainty aboXWWKH0LQLVWHU¶V
motivations ± ³WKHUHSRUW>ZLOO@FUHDWHDORWRIFRQIXVLRQ«,DPQRWVXUHZKDW-DLUDPLVGRLQJ´LELG.). 
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DERXW ,QGLD¶V FRQWULEXWLRQ WRJOREDOJUHHQKRXVHJDV HPLVVLRQV&KDOOHQJHVKDYHEHHQPDGH
both to the accuracy of emissions estimates, and to the moral politics of discounting the 
historical contributions of Western nations to global emissions in efforts to divide-up the 
responsibility for cuts. As in Brazil (Lahsen 2007) ³:HVWHUQ VFLHQFH´ DQG LQVWLWXWLRQV OLNH
the IPCC have been read as vectors of hegemonic power, with Indian politicians and 
scientists often suspicious of the political motivations underpinning certain ways of framing 
and narrating the science of climate change (Kandlikar & Sagar 1999; Biermann 2001). 
Jairam Ramesh, the Environment Minister from 2009 to 2011, traded on these suspicions in 
his response to the IPCC glacier controversy. In telling the Guardian that he was prepared to 
WDNHRQ³WKHGRRPVGD\VFHQDULRVRI$O*RUHDQGWKH,3&&´KHUHODWHGWKDWKLV³FRQFHUQLV
WKDWWKLVFRPHVIURPZHVWHUQVFLHQWLVWV´7.  
In November 2009, the Hindustan Times UHSRUWHGWKDW³)RUWKHILUVWWLPHWKH,QGLDQ
government has challenged research that says global warming has hastened the melting of 
+LPDOD\DQJODFLHUV´8. A few months later, another report paraphrased Ramesh as saying that 
³WKH:HVWHUQFRXQWULHV´5DPHVKIHOW³XVHGWKH,3&&UHSRUWWRSUHVVXULVH,QGLDWRFRPHRQ
ERDUG WR DFFHSW PLWLJDWLRQ WDUJHWV ZKLFK ZDV VXFFHVVIXOO\ UHMHFWHG´9. In a foreword to an 
assessment report of the new Indian Network for Climate Change Assessment, dubbed by 
VRPH DQ ³,QGLDQ ,3&&´ (see Mahony 2014), Ramesh argued for the development of 
³LQGLJHQRXV FDSDFLW\´ LQ FOLPDWH FKDQJHPHDVXUHPHQW DQGPRGHOOLQJ+H VWDWHG WKDW ³>Z@e 
should not be dependent on external studies to tell us for example about the impact of climate 
change on our glaciers, on our monsoons, and indeed even on sea level rise. Indeed, recent 
HYLGHQFHVXJJHVWVWKHµVFLHQWLILFFRQVHQVXV¶RQPDQ\RIWKHVHLVGHEDWDEOH´ (INCCA 2010). 
At a launch of a government study of future Indian greenhouse gas emissions, Ramesh 
OLNHZLVHUHPDUNHGWKDW³>Z@HFDQQRORQJHUGHSHQGRQGHULYHGVFLHQFHIURPWKH:HVW´10. 
It is not necessary to spend too much time considering whether the IPCC can be 
DFFXUDWHO\FKDUDFWHULVHGDV³:HVWHUQ´6XFKEURDG-brush Occidentalism can never do justice 
to the complex geographies of climate change knowledge production, but it is important to 
point out that certain framings and narrations of climate change which can be found within 
IPCC reports reflect situated and contingent ways of framing the issue, which may not always 
be capable of global acceptance. For example, Fogel (2004; 2005) illustrates how the 
persistent presentation in successive IPCC reports of forest areas in the global South as 
µHPSW\ VSDFHV¶ ULSH IRU WKH VHTXHVWUDWLRQ RI ELRWLF FDUERQ KDV KHOSHG OHJLWLPDWH IRUHVWU\
projects which prioritise the offsetting of distant greenhouse gas emissions over the needs and 
desires of local residents. Scientific framings of such forests as exploitable resources erase 
local histories and politics, leading many politicians, scientists and activists in the global 
South to grow sceptical of the politico-epistemic entanglings of IPCC assessments of 
mitigation strategies.  The persistent use of the notion oI³:HVWHUQVFLHQFH´DVDGLVFXUVLYH
resource or leitmotif which periodically animates the politics of science in such debates raises 
questions about the geographies of scientific credibility.  Sense cannot be made of this 
discourse without reference to the legacy of Western colonialism and its socioeconomic and 
environmental consequences. In the Indian context specifically, we cannot ignore the legacy 
of a political aesthetics of national autonomy which guided much pre- and post-independence 
                                                          
7
 The Guardian,QGLD³DUURJDQW´WRdeny global warming link to melting glaciers, 9 November 2009. 
8
 Hindustan Times, Government quells panic over Himalayan glacial melt. 10 November 2009. 
9
 Hindustan Times, :RQ¶WOHW3DFKDXULGRZQLQ,3&&*RYW0DUFK 
10
 SciDev.Net, Home-grown climDWHPRGHOVµVHW,QGLD¶VUHFRUGVWUDLJKW¶6HSWHPEHU2QWKH
discursive co-production of epistemic and political sovereignty in Indian climate politics, see author 
(2014). 
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political thought and which played into Nehruvian policies of industrial import substitution 
and science-led developmentalism in the post-independence era (Zachariah 2005).  
However, it is also highly significant that 2009 was a year in which momentum was 
supposedly building for a new global deal on emissions reductions at the Copenhagen climate 
talks. As Lahsen (2007) predicted, the politics of science was re-animated by heightened 
expectations of an international political deal on mitigation. At the time of the controversy, 
Jairam Ramesh was walking a political tightrope between seeking to engage proactively with 
the climate talks and key actors like the US, and seeking not to alienate a domestic political 
audience opposed to binding emissions cuts and sensitive to the erosion of national political 
sovereignty (Dubash 2013; Atteridge et al. 2012). By playing on a discourse of contested 
µWestern science¶, Ramesh could tap into this demand for sovereignty and autonomy, for a 
defence of the national interest, even as he edged closer to an international agreement on 
climate change mitigation.  
The arguments about Western science being a political instrument stand in a 
complicated relationship to the question of participation in the IPCC process. Participation by 
Indian experts has always been relatively low (Kandlikar & Sagar 1999; Ho-Lem et al. 2011), 
and participating authors have reported feeling marginalised in the report-writing process, 
both in interviews with Frank Biermann in the late 1990s  (Biermann 2001) and in my own 
interviews LQ  LQ WKH DIWHUPDWK RI WKH µGlacierJDWH¶ FRQWURYHUV\. However, contra 
Biermann, there were also Indian authors who felt surprisingly empowered by the AR4 
process, able to contribute on equal terms to the framing of report chapters and the broader 
setting of the terms of the debate. Nonetheless, this all serves to complicate any instrumental 
linking of participation to trust, credibility and acceptance. The chapter which featured the 
2035 melting glaciers claim had an Indian glaciologist as a coordinating lead author, 
alongside colleagues from the Philippines, Japan and China. Yet the decidedly non-Western 
make-XSRIWKHDXWKRUWHDPGLGQ¶WVWRSWKHpolitical and media presentation of their report as 
something emanating from outside, IURPWKH³:HVW´ 
The complications of these geographies of representation and credibility are made all 
the plainer when we consider the positionality of Rajendra Pachauri, the Indian chair of the 
IPCC, in this controversy. A formerly prominent Indian policymaker with involvement in 
climate change negotiations told me in an interview WKDW³3DFKDXULLVQRWYHU\ZHOOUHFHLYHG
LQ ,QGLD´ DPRQJ JRYHUQPHQW DFWRUV GXH WR ZKDW KH FDOOHG ³VHYHUDO PDQLSXODWLRQV´ 0\
UHVSRQGHQW VWDWHG WKDW ³KH >LH 3DFKDXUL@ ZURWH´ WKH  FODLP 7KH LPSOLFDWLRQ ZDV WKDW
Pachauri had badly (and personally) betrayed the national interest. But when asked whether 
Pachauri should step-down, my respondent argued that the IPCC is an international body, and 
that it is important to have an Indian voice in such a prominent position.  
+HUH ZH FDQ VHH HFKRHV RI /DKVHQ¶V  DUJXPHQW WKDW WUXVW LQ LQGLYLGXDOV FI
Shapin 1995) is not neatly determined by nationality, particularly in the case of government 
actors and their scientific compatriots. Despite Pachauri seeking to staunchly defend the 
territory of a trans-national, autonomous science, he also played upon his own subjectivity. In 
seeking to link the tirade of criticism to which he was subject in late 2009 to powerful 
corporate interests, he told the Hindustan Times WKDW³,DPWKHHDVLHVWWDUJHWDV,UHSUHVHQWWKH
SRRUDQGWKHPRVWYXOQHUDEOH´11. In the end, the Indian government threw its weight behind 
Pachauri, with Jairam Ramesh telling Parliament in March 2010 that KHKDG³IXOOFRQILGHQFH´
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 Hindustan Times'LGµ+LPDOD\DQEOXQGHU¶KHOS7(5,JHWOXFUDWLYHJUDQWV"January 2010. 
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LQ WKH³,QGLDQFKDLUSHUVRQ´RI WKH ,3&&GHVSLWH WKHJRYHUQPHQW¶VREMHFWLRQV WR WKHJODFLHU
FODLPEHLQJDVKHSXWLW³XSKHOG « ZHZHUHYLQGLFDWHG´12.  
Re-gaining it ± institutional reform and cosmopolitan expertise 
So how might this incident inform our understandings of the geographies of 
credibility in the case of the IPCC? For one, it forces us to recognise the complexities and 
ambiguities of participation and representation. Even though the IPCC associates authors 
with their home countries when listing and counting participants, there is an ambiguity about 
who or what is being represented by these actors (see also Scoones 2009). In an age of 
multiple, fluid and sometimes contradictory identities (Ellison 1997; Appiah 2005), any claim 
that the passport held by an author can lend their ideas the same kind of free mobility enjoyed 
by their bodies is sure to be problematic. This notion of fluid, cosmopolitan identities can 
SHUKDSVDOVREHXVHG WRPDNHVHQVHRI WKH ODEHORI³:HVWHUQVFLHQFH´VWUDtegically applied 
here to a body of epistemic and normative claims whose authority is often deferred to, but 
whose credibility is often challenged as a science suited to certain national concerns.  
Theodore Porter (1995) argues that numbers and quantification have been key means 
of attaining credibility across space ± of producing mobile, credible knowledge. Since the 
climate science controversies of 2009-10, numbers have increasingly been employed to 
represent not just the state of the climate, but the degree of relevant agreement within the 
scientific community. Numbers like ³97%´ (Cook et al. 2013) have been used to capture the 
extent of scientific consensus. To paraphrase Porter, such numbers are hoped to unite a 
sceptical and divided polity ± particularly those of the US and Australia ± around a seemingly 
objective portrayal of scientific unanimity (cf. Bray 2010). Yet similarly intentioned 
statements about the sheer numbers of geographically diverse participants in the IPCC 
process are not by themselves solutions to the problem of global credibility, owing to the 
complexities I outline above. Neither is a simple procedural fix, which has been the dominant 
institutional response to the controversies of 2009 and 2010. In March 2010 the 
InterAcademy Council (IAC) ± an international organisation of national science academies ± 
was commissioned by UNEP to conduct a formal review of IPCC processes and procedures 
(see IAC 2010, 75)$OWKRXJKVWDWLQJWKDW³WKH,3&&DVVHVVPHQWSrocess has been successful 
RYHUDOO´ LELG., xii), the IAC report, published on 1st September 2010, made a series of 
recommendations designed to improve the assessment process. These included: 
x The establishment of an elected Executive Committee; 
x The election of an Executive Director to head the Secretariat; 
x Extra vigilance by Review Editors to ensure that review comments are 
adequately considered, and the reflection of any controversy in the final 
report; 
x A more targeted process for responding to reviews, including a more 
appropriate division of labour between Review Editors and chapter authors; 
x The use of the qualitative level-of-understanding scale in SPMs and 
Technical Summaries; 
x The use of quantitative probability scales only where the evidence allows it;  
x The enactment of a comprehensive communications strategy which could 
KHOS DYRLG SXEOLF VWDWHPHQWV ³SHUFHLYHG DV DGYRFDWLQJ VSHFLILF FOLPDWH
SROLFLHV´LELG., 5); and 
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 Times of India, Government to fight attempt to unseat Pachauri, 16 March 2010. 
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x 7KH DGRSWLRQ RI D µULJRURXV¶ FRQIOLFW RI LQWHUHVW SROLF\ FRYHULQJ WKH ,3&&
leadership, authors, review editors and technical support staff. 
The recommendations of the IAC were broadly accepted (see IPCC 2010), and work 
is ongoing within the organisation to formally enact the IAC suggestions. However, the 
mandate, questions and recommendations of the IAC were restricted to a familiar 
LQVWUXPHQWDOLVPZKLFKSRVLWLRQVµVRXQGVFLHQFH¶DVVHSDUDWHIURPEXWGHWHUPLQDWHRIJRRG
public policy (Demeritt 2006). To paraphrase Shapin (1995), practical solutions to the 
problem of credibility were sought through minor institutional reforms. This defence of the 
µVFLHQFHIRUSROLF\¶Vtatus quo (Hajer 2012) highlights the strong investment made by both 
the scientific and diplomatic community in the structure and organisation of this kind of 
assessment process, and thus the dominant problem framings to which it has given rise. More 
fundamental questions ± like the scalar politics of knowledge-making, epistemic pluralism 
and the need for institutional spaces geared towards more resolutely  deliberative or agonistic 
forms of engagement with climate change (Machin 2013) ± were conspicuously absent from 
the IAC agenda. Although increased transparency and accountability were recognised as a 
³JURZLQJ REOLJDWLRQ´ ,$&  YL Beck 2012), this was the only real concession to the 
changes in the nature of political deliberation in the quarter-FHQWXU\ VLQFH WKH ,3&&¶V
establishment. The diversification since 1988 of the deliberative spaces in which climate 
change is constructed and contested as a governance problem was not recognised by the IAC 
review (Stevenson & Dryzek 2012). New communications guidelines, developed in lieu of 
the IAC recommendations, have renewed the commitment of the IPCC to communicating 
ZLWK LWV³SULPDU\DXGLHQFH´RIQDWLRQDOJRYHUQPHQWVZLWKDFOHDU firewall enacted between 
the IPCC and broader global publics. Although other assessments like the International 
Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development (IAASTD) 
have attempted to enact deliberative spaces responsive to new, distributed systems of public 
deliberation (Scoones 2009), the IPCC clings to a conventional understanding of political 
representation and delegation, with publics defined as those who are tied to and contained by 
a sovereign nation-state (see Brown 2009).   
Even before the staggered publication of AR5 began, a public debate was enacted on 
the future of the IPCC as an organisation. On blogs and in media interviews, participating 
scientists wondered whether the personal and institutional costs to the scientific community 
of producing IPCC assessments were worth the incremental changes in consensus knowledge 
which they represented13. The IPCC itself solicited comments from national governments on 
its own future, with suggestions ranging from a continuation of business-as-usual, through the 
SURYLVLRQRIPRUHIUHTXHQWµVSHFLDOUHSRUWV¶ WR WKHHVWDEOLVKPHQWRIDSXEOLFZHEVLWHZKHUH
assessments could bH XSGDWHG LQ µUHDO WLPH¶ ZLWKRXW WKH H[SDQVLYH UHYLHZ SURFHVV14. The 
Netherlands supported thoroughgoing changes of the latter variety, whereas Brazil and India 
did not contribute suggestions. Most governments promoted closer interaction between the 
scientific and political communities in order to generate more relevant, timely assessments of 
topics of political interest+RZHYHU WKHIDWHRI WKH3DQHO¶VFUHGLELOLW\ LQ WKHH\HVRIPDQ\
FRQWULEXWRUV UHVWVRQ WKHFRQWLQXHGSROLFLQJRI WKHERXQGDU\EHWZHHQµSROLF\ UHOHYDQW¶DQG
µSROLF\ SUHVFULSWLYH¶ VFLHQFH A Task Group comprised of representatives from 44 
governments and the European Union was thus set up in October 2013 to explore the future 
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 E.g. Scientific American, Does the IPCC need to change? 7 October 2013. 
14
 µ7KH)XWXUHRIWKH,3&&&ROODWHGFRPPHQWVIURP*RYHUQPHQWV¶'RFXPHQWSUHSDUHGIRUWKe 37th 
Session of the IPCC, 14-18 October 2013. 
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of IPCC products and processes, and to look at ways to further the participation of developing 
country scientists.   
This process, along with the preceding IAC review and recommendations, points to a 
strong governmental commitment to the epistemic constitutionalism which positions the 
IPCC as the most important arbiter of credible, politically-relevant scientific advice on 
climate change (Miller 2009). Credibility, in this view, is to be established through social 
relations which position scientists and government representatives in close contact, but with a 
clear firewall between acts of description and prescription. However, I have suggested in this 
article that the social relations of climate change knowledge-making render credibility a 
complicated compound of scientific and political concerns. We of course need to ask how we 
can design assessments capable of embracing knowledge needs at multiple scales and in 
multiple sectors of human activity. But we also need to ask whether a body like the IPCC is 
capable of doing justice to the multiple ways of reasoning about risk and environmental 
change (Jasanoff 2005; Miller 2009; Jasanoff 2011), when such ways of reasoning are 
inextricably bound up with local political cultures and normative priorities. Can the IPCC be 
both scientifically credible and epistemically cosmopolitan, in handling the normative content 
of different, sometimes contradictory ways of reasoning about climate change? Just 
addressing this question will require broadening the processes of consultation and learning 
beyond the epistemic communities currently invested in the IPCC.  
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